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ABSTRACT 
Rural areas, particularly small villages, often provide interesting and almost forgotten 
aspects for own and regional development. On the other side, they struggle with many 
negative profound impacts in terms of depopulation, aging and migration, along with 
economic depression and poor agricultural activity, causing inevitable change on their 
further development. This study illustrates three villages in the Vardar region of North 
Macedonia (Nežilovo, Oreše and Papradište) being identified as particularly vulnerable 
to already noted processes. Based on a first-hand experience and data collected from a 
field research, the sampled villages are evaluated as locations with high tourism potential. 
Upon a rapid assessment, it was found that selected rural areas may find compatible and 
prospective economic activity that may encourage diversification of rural activities. In 
this line, the paper suggests that rural tourism may boost the local economy and prevent 
rural areas to be neglected. It is concluded that rural tourism should be considered as a 
long-term solution for preventing further abandonment and to encourage the vitality of 
sparsely populated rural areas.   
  
Keywords: Rural transformation; Tourism development; Rural potential; North 
Macedonia. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
Rural areas are faced with numerous challenges related to their future existence due to 
global economic changes. So, rural economy is facing the need for alternatives in 
overcoming many conditions, like: low production, poor agricultural incomes, rural 
abandonment, unemployment, increase in poverty levels, environmental pollution, etc. 
Moreover, the extremely high level of depopulation has particularly eroded the vitality of 
villages and rural communities.  
Among the most profound problems for small rural areas in North Macedonia, is the mass 
migration towards cities. It started almost parallel with urbanization and industrialization 
process, just after the World War II, reaching its peak by the end of 1970s. The industrial 
collapse in the 1990s returned to villages only small number of those who struggled for 
bare existence, forcing them to focus on small-scale agriculture and cattle breading. 
Practically, no young population returned or stayed in the villages transforming them into 
economically drained rural areas. So, the redistribution of population in North Macedonia 
is still an ongoing process, with inevitable consequences for the small villages, the 
agricultural production and the vitality of population including the quality of living. 
Therefore, tourism is detected as a way out in providing additional financial input for 
rural households. 
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The study discusses the possibility for introducing tourism as an alternative for 
sustainable rural economies in three selected villages in the Vardar region of North 
Macedonia (Nežilovo, Oreše and Papradište). These villages are identified as particularly 
vulnerable rural areas in terms of a depopulation trend. The paper argues that they possess 
tourism potential to use and enhance the existing resources, provide some economic 
effects, inject capital and motivate the locals, as a way out to be saved from disappearing.  
The paper is structured in several parts. After the introduction, section two presents a brief 
overview of literature concerning the concept of rural tourism development. This is 
followed by the research methodology, along with the main findings and discussion. The 
overall conclusion is presented in the last section. Furthermore, the study contributes to 
the literature review on rural tourism in North Macedonia, in addition to some previous 
findings [4], [5], [25-27]. 
 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
Rural tourism becomes a global trend that is constantly growing faster than traditional 
mass tourism, with expectations to gain 20% share of the European tourism market in the 
next 20 years [11], [21]. So, in the past two decades, tourism is recognized as a potential 
and favorite tool, but with still unorganized reaction for managing and achieving a 
development of rural areas in many parts of Europe [33], [34]. On the other hand, its 
complex nature with a strong interconnectivity between the elements and issues, makes 
the defining of rural tourism very problematic [2].  
A large body of literature elaborates the interconnectivity between the rural areas and 
tourism development. In this line, [1], [19], [28] and [35] note that rural areas serve as 
necessary preconditions for creating a tourism product, since resource itself is not a 
product. Moreover, rurality is the fundamental attraction of the countryside as rural 
tourism destination [3], [14], [17]. Rural areas are often identified as places for relaxation 
and escape from the overcrowded and stressful urban life [36], in finding mental 
peacefulness [18], and pure air [7]. In this line, [38] argues that rural can be approached 
from different facets: those of spatial practices (rural localities), representations of space 
(formal representations of the rural) and lived spaces (everyday rural lives). Likewise, the 
attributes of rural areas are opposite to the urban image, and give the most ‘authentic’ 
nature, food (wild food, countryside food, and traditional food), peace and quiet, safety, 
freedom, uncrowdedness, non-violence, traditions and cultural experiences [24].  
Rural areas often build tourism due to the existence of local amenities like historical sites, 
natural beauty and clean air [8]. To that [13] and [20] add cultural traditions and values, 
while [37] and [23] additionally include family patterns, folklore, social customs, 
museums, monuments, historical structures and landmarks. So, rurality is the fundamental 
attraction of the countryside as a rural tourism destination [14]. On the other hand, the 
small scale tourism becomes an important activity often promoting employment, vitality 
and sustainability of rural areas [12], [16], [29].  
 
METHODOLOGY 
The analysis is based on a qualitative research method, mainly by exploring a conceptual 
literature review, along with a rapid evaluation of selected rural areas. The data is 
collected from a field research conducted in September 2019 by applying a community-
based research and evaluation (CBRE) approach, as an action research approach [30]. 
The CBRE enables to collect data by jointly discussing community-related issues with 
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local residents. A first-hand data is collected through observations and many informal 
interviews and discussions with local community members. 
Nežilovo, Oreše and Papradište are three small, depopulated and economically depressed 
villages, being selected for an in-depth analysis. They belong to the municipality of Čaška 
in the Vardar region of North Macedonia (Figure 1). More precisely, the main criteria for 
their sampling were:  
- Being a small village in terms of the number of local inhabitants, and being faced with 
the problems of aging, productivity, poverty along with some strong migration and 
depopulation processes; 
- Having attractions in the rural environment and a resource base (already attractive 
tourist center) in the area of 10-20km with good connectivity to an urban center; 
- Self-providing accommodation or at least in the near-by vicinity; and 
- Having a potential for practicing activities in a traditional way in a direct contact with 
the nature and offering participation into the life of the rural population. 
 
 
Figure 1. Location of sampled villages (Nežilovo, Oreše and Papradište) in North Macedonia 
Source: [22] 
FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 
Table 1 presents data on population of Nežilovo, Oreše and Papradište. The data are 
obtained from secondary sources (literature review and official censuses), and primary 
sources (field survey assessment). The censuses were carried out in 1948, 1961, 1994 and 
2002 according to unified methodologies and forms for all census areas.  
As of Table 1 it is noticeable that selected villages are struggling demographically to 
survive. During 1948-2019, a population decline is present, pointing that the villages 
suffered an enormous out-migration leading to almost total depopulation. The last column 
of Table 1 presents the exponential growth rate showing that the sampled villages note a 
lost between 3-5% of its population each year leading to constant depopulation over 7 
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decades. This means that these, and many similar small villages throughout North 
Macedonia, are highly depressed and depopulated and almost wiped off the map. 
Table 1. Population in Nežilovo, Oreše and Papradište (North Macedonia) 
Village 
Years Population decline 
(%) 1948-2019 19001 19482 19612 19942 20022 20193 
Nežilovo (Figure 2) 470 319 333   82   63 30 -3.27 
Oreše (Figure 3) 460 796 871 296 202 40 -4.12 
Papradište (Figure 4) 420 612 716    4    7 15 -5.09 
Source: 1[15]; 2[32]; 3Authors’ evaluation based upon a field-research. 
  
Figure 2. Scenery of Nežilovo, North Macedonia 
Source: Authors’ 
As of Table 1 one may conclude the presence of heavy impacts of negative processes, 
like the rural-urban migration patterns in particular. Along with the expansion of the 
industrial production, urban centers dramatically emerged, thus attracting the low 
educated rural population from the villages. Very slowly but gradually the mind-set of 
the villagers who immigrated to the cities, has transformed by adapting to the urban life 
style. At the same time, by raising the educational levels, young people continued to leave 
small communities and migrate to big cities in order to find proper employment. So, 
redistribution of the population was, and still is, an ongoing process. This resulted with 
inevitable consequences for the small villages, the agricultural production and rural 
economy, the vitality of population and the quality and culture of living. 
 
  
Figure 3. Scenery of Oreše, North Macedonia 
Source: Authors’ 
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Based on the field research, it was found that the selected villages offer various activities 
that could be further developed as tourism products and sustainable practices. In this line, 
they may identify specific rural activity packages (for example, to walk in the nature trails 
and pick berries, engage in a cattle breading process and experience a forest therapy, etc.) 
and design services and promotions. At the same time, it was detected that the evaluated 
villages represent a complex pattern of rural environment, economy and tradition, where 
the local community has the possibility to use a high share of tourism revenues, thus 
contributing to the local economic development. 
 
  
Figure 4. Scenery of Papradište, North Macedonia 
Source: Authors’ 
The evaluated rural areas have a wide range of opportunities to be profiled as an attractive 
and authentic destinations among tourists and travellers. Namely, it was found that they 
have core elements for developing a small scale rural tourism. They all: possess 
attractions and accommodation in a rural environment, provide a personalized contact, 
allow practicing activities in a traditional way in a direct contact with the nature and offer 
a “life practising technique” (participating in the life of the local rural inhabitants). So, if 
tourism is supported in these villages, it may provoke numerous positive impulses 
particularly in terms of diversifying the local economy, providing a new source of income 
for the local farmers, introducing a new form of destination resilience and encouraging 
some new forms of businesses. 
On the other side, it was evaluated that sampled villages are challenged by many general 
weaknesses which have severe negative impacts on their development. They are faced 
with: a constant rapid decrease in the size of population; an unfavourable age structure; 
small and old households; an unfavourable educational structure; lethargy; a lack of 
awareness; a lack of finance; etc. It is assessed that various potential threats may act as 
additional barriers for initiating and supporting rural tourism development, like: 
neglecting the traditions; degradation of the natural and anthropogenic surrounding; fear 
of a new way of thinking and acting; etc. Furthermore, these small villages, and many 
more similar in North Macedonia, are lacking many core and supporting amenities for 
tourism development, like: infrastructure, accommodation, private sector initiative, 
training on positive effects of rural tourism, along with raising awareness of locals on the 
preservation of the natural, anthropogenic and cultural values.  
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CONCLUSION 
The study describes the main ambient and general characteristics of three selected rural 
areas ((Nežilovo, Oreše and Papradište) in North Macedonia. These villages, as many 
other in the country, are greatly influenced by unfavorable demographic and 
socioeconomic changes, thus increasing the social and cultural divergence and affecting 
the local values and ways of living. Consequently, they suffered a major modification and 
a huge transformation in the concept of rural communities functioning, resulting with 
high rates of unemployment, mass migrations of productive workforce and unbalanced 
demographic patterns. 
Upon a first-hand experience and after a rapid assessment of the selected rural areas, the 
research revealed shocking facts. The evaluated villages are literally “dying” due to the 
rapid decrease in the number of inhabitants. Moreover, since 1948 the population has 
rapidly decreased in these village for more than 90%. So, it is inevitable for the villages 
to modify their lifestyle in order to recover, not forgetting that these changes may often 
be large and long-lasting [10]. 
Moreover, the study highlights that selected villages have well preserved natural 
environment, pleasant traditional ambience, authentic food and gastronomic dishes, and 
stress free environment. They possess many tourism attractiveness, but are facing severe 
weaknesses for initiating and supporting tourism development as a form for their revival 
(like: urgent need for modernization of the infrastructure, accommodation capacities, 
raising awareness of locals for tourism benefits, etc.).  
Furthermore, the study urges the need for re-shaping the mindset of locals and implanting 
a positive attitude towards the concept of rural tourism development keeping in mind that 
their rural livelihoods possess capabilities, assets (both, material and social resources) as 
well as activities required for providing basic means of living in rural communities. On 
the other hand, as found by [6] and [31], the availability of tourist infrastructure does not 
automatically lead to development of rural areas.  
Finally, the research suggests that rural tourism may be a solution for preventing small 
neglected villages to disappear due to the profound problems of ageing and depopulation. 
The study argues that sampled villages should follow the experience of the developed 
countries that emphasized the non-agricultural aspects of sustainable rural development, 
as the manufacturing industry, indigenous crafts, trade of local products and in particular, 
practicing rural tourism [9]. 
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